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Ordinary Sunday 20     

Those who stay in this city shall die by the sword 

The line above from Jeremiah is one of my many favourites.  It speaks eloquently of the temptations 

associated with a “business as usual” approach to religion and religious traditions.  As the 

Babylonians were assaulting the City of Jerusalem, God’s chosen minister, the prophet Jeremiah, was 

preaching a message of hope and trust in God.  Their future as a people, a nation and as a city all 

depended on God and not on what they imagined they could do on their own. What were they to do? 

Surrender to the officials of the King of Babylon and then your life will be spared (38:17) says the 

man of God. The faith of their ancestors was no guarantee of the City surviving the pagan onslaught.  

They were being called upon to trust God rather than their own army and their political alliances.  

Only God could save them.  Only in God can they have any hope of a future beyond those dark 

times. 

And their response?  Throw the “prophet of doom” into a well and let him starve to death!  His 

message was not one easily taken up by the leaders in the City, those who had most to lose if they 

followed his warnings.  In the end, Jeremiah proved to be spot on.  Jerusalem was destroyed and the 

people’s lives blighted by all of the horrors associated with war in those brutal time.  Had they 

believed what Jeremiah was saying – God could continue to be their God even under Babylonian rule 

– things would have proceeded in a very different direction.  Jeremiah was speaking of the welfare of 

the people; of the part they had been called to play in the universal saving works of God.  The king 

and Temple officials were concerned about preserving what was, what they had, what had served 

them so well in the past.  This made them deaf to what God was saying. 

Just obey the voice of Yahweh … and your life shall be spared (38:20) 

King Zedekiah spent far too much time worrying about how he could manage to maintain the nation 

and its religion in the manner in which he and his priestly advisors imagined it had to be.  They could 

not envisage Judaism and the mission of the people of Israel succeeding if there was no Temple in 

Jerusalem, no rituals, sacrifices, processions and feasts.  This was who they were.  Surely?  What 

they were now and how they were operating now was what God wanted them to be?  Surely? 

“No”, says God through Jeremiah.  The people were the faithful people of God only when they 

obeyed what it was God was saying to them, commanding them to do.  Only in covenant faithfulness 

were they able to claim to be Israel, the Children of God.  None of that required a City or a Temple.  

Those things  were but ways in which they could celebrate their place in the divine plan for creation.  

They were missionary tools but as soon as they hindered mission, it was time for them to go. 

THE  NEW  SHOFAR 
My peace is a peace the world cannot give 

The Gospel should always annoy the hell out of the world! 
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That was how Jeremiah and the later prophets interpreted what was happening at the hands of the 

Babylonians.  God was allowing a spiritual return to basics, not unlike the call going out to our 

overly institutionally focussed Church today.  The only thing that matters is the saving work of God. 

I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled! 

Wow!  Is this really the gentle Jesus meek and mild from whom we prefer to hear?  What Jesus is 

doing here is speaking as a Palestinian Jew of his own time, employing language common back then.  

In the Greek text, fire and baptism are the first words of each of the opening verses.  For the people, 

fire was a standard way of speaking of purification and judgment.  This was why John the Baptist had 

spoken of Jesus as baptizing you in the Holy Spirit and fire.  The way Jesus was going to bring 

salvation to the earth was through his own saving death on the cross (baptism).  This was the 

cleansing fire, the fire-death that would purify the whole of creation.  He knew it was coming and his 

wish here was that it was already upon him.  Living under its shadow was a cause of anxiety and 

pain. 

This is the baptism through which salvation comes.  In Christ’s baptism of fire = his death on the 

cross, God brings saving mercy and love to all.  It is something God will do.  It is something God 

alone can do.  The people can say all of the prayers they like; offer bulls and lambs on the altar in 

Jerusalem each and every day of their lives but it will not aid them in setting creation free from the 

dark consequences of sin.  Only God can do that, just as it was only God who could could bring 

Israel through the horrors of the Babylonian invasion.  The future must be placed into the hands of 

God, in hope and trust. 

I have not come to bring peace in the earth - but rather division 

Again.  Wow! Surely “peace” is what we humans crave!  It is what we think God pours out on us and 

there are many biblical passages that will support that idea.  However, there is an ocean of difference 

of what we prefer to think of as “peace” and what God offers us as “heavenly peace”.  We desire to 

have a world without conflict, families without strife and trouble-free living as we go about our daily 

existence.  This is not a possibility for those who live the Gospel as proclaimed and given witness to 

by the words and deeds of Jesus.  The Kingdom of God is counter cultural.  It challenges.  It threatens 

our social order and established, comfortable ways of living.  God turns our values upside down.  

John says it well… Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world 

gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid (14:27). 

Everything is turned on its ear by the inauguration of the Kingdom of God on earth.  Jesus did not set 

up a heaven on earth and many a millennial’s dreams come crashing down on the reality of the 

Gospel.   Divisions come among us because of our sinfulness and our unwillingness to have our 

world views transformed by grace.  That is where the division comes in.  When Christians live the 

Gospel, they will upset many, offer challenges to the status quo and divide communities otherwise 

united by their commonly held beliefs that all can be well if only we do this, that or the other.  As 

Paul and Barnabas said to the believers in Antioch it is through many persecutions that we must enter 

the Kingdom of God (14:22).  This is the reality, even today.  Peace is not going to become a part of 

our Christian lives by keeping the world happy, by taking up the ways and mores of the people 

around us.  Peace is what comes to us when we live in God, when we imitate and obey Jesus Christ, 

o u r  L o r d  a n d  o u r  S a v i o u r . 

I have conquered the world 
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It is easy to fool ourselves into thinking we can attract the world to the Kingdom if only we can 

preach a message with which they are comfortable.  That has never worked and never will work.  

Christ came to set the world free from ‘sin” and we cannot hope to bring the blessings of the 

Kingdom of God to others by preaching only what the world will tolerate.  Like Jeremiah, the cistern 

will be our fate when we challenge the world through our faithfulness, when we love them by 

bringing Christ alive for them.  In the end, it is all about God and not about ourselves and our own 

preferences.  
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